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The Central American presidential summit held in San Pedro Sula, Honduras, Dec. 13-15, 1995,
ended with serious disagreement among the six nations represented. Costa Rica and Panama
blocked or modified almost all proposals having to do with the military in the Treaty on Central
American Democratic Security the major agreement to come out of the summit. The signatories
agreed on the principle of military subordination to civilian control, free elections, and respect for
human rights by the military, among other things. But demilitarization of the region received scant
attention.
Since 1986, Central American presidents have attended 16 regional summits on such issues
as economic integration, sustainable development, tourism, social spending, and campaigns
against crime, illiteracy, and drug trafficking. The San Pedro Sula meeting was perhaps the most
contentious, in part because there is a wider range of national policies on military matters than on
social and economic problems. The military aspects of the treaty were perhaps doomed to failure
because neither Costa Rica nor Panama have military forces, while Guatemala, with the largest army
in Central America, is still involved in a civil war.
The theme of the summit was regional security, which included a regional approach to such
problems as public safety and collective security from aggressors. However, objections from Costa
Rica and Panama forced the elimination of some provisions and considerable revision of others.
Both the Panamanian and Costa Rican delegates arrived at San Pedro Sula to press for armed forces
reduction, but resistance from Guatemala, Honduras, El Salvador, and Nicaragua to anything more
than a nonbinding commitment to future reductions irrevocably split the delegations into two
camps. Costa Rica and Panama objected to 11 of the treaties 78 articles and signed the treaty with
reservations. Panama's objections were similar to those of Costa Rica but with an additional concern
that the treaty could compromise its efforts to sign an agreement with the US permitting US troops
to remain in that country after the Panama Canal reverts to Panamanian control in the year 2000 (see
NotiSur, 12/08/95).
The draft treaty contained a prohibition against signatory countries permitting foreign troops on
their soil, but this was struck from the final version. Instead of force reductions and the gradual
elimination of armed forces, the treaty as signed only calls for a "reasonable balance" among
the military forces of the region and a promise to work toward arms limitations and a "proper
correlation" between force size and national budgets. Costa Rican sources said that Foreign Minister
Fernando Naranjo objected to an article that calls for the creation of a mutual defense mechanism to
combat aggression within the region.
The concern, said the sources, was that in making claims to sovereignty over Belize, Guatemala
could define that country as a possible aggressor. "Costa Rica wants to be sure that the [treaty]
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content is not...conditioned upon special issues that affect only some countries," said Costa Rica's
roving ambassador to Central America, Luis Solis. Other objections were to articles that urged each
nation to take its constitution into account when setting budget levels for the military, and to issue a
report on the size, budget, and expenditures of its armed forces. Observers at the summit explained
that Panama and Costa Rica raised general objections to these and other military articles because
they did not go far enough in requiring all nations in the region to reduce the role of the military in
national affairs.
What Costa Rica wanted instead, said Solis, was a treaty that emphasized nonmilitary aspects of
Central American security such as public safety rather than national defense. Armed forces, he
said, should be made smaller and police forces given more training and a higher priority than the
military. Commenting on the lack of interest in demilitarization on the part of his Central American
colleagues, Naranjo said, "They would not accept [our proposal] and we were not able to endorse
anything that had to do with military matters, unless they dealt with reductions." Both sides on the
force-reduction issue attempted to end the summit on a note of harmony. Costa Rican President Jose
Maria Figueres promised to continue pushing for force reductions, "but we will do it in a respectful
manner without trying to impose our opinions and models on anyone," he said.
For his part, Honduran Foreign Minister Delmer Urbizo said that the contentious military aspects
of the treaty could be signed on another occasion without harming the San Pedro Sula summit,
which he said focused on the broader definition of security as a response to social problems. "If the
theme of military security is an obstacle to having a successful summit, we will simply cut it from
the agenda and sign it later," he said. However, the differences in policy views highlighted at the
summit suggest that the signing of a comprehensive military accord may be a long way off.
Though Costa Rica's chief proposal was for the gradual reduction in the size of armies, a more
fundamental aspect of the clash of policies lies in the differing concepts of the military's role in the
post-Cold War era. Col. Francisco Bustillo of the Honduran armed forces general staff pointed out
the changed historical circumstances. "The role played by our countries was the one assigned by
foreign interests, based on a political-military thesis," said Bustillo. Now, "geoeconomics has been
substituted for geopolitics, and the political map is no longer drawn along ideological lines."
Bustillo added that the present dangers are not military but social and economic. Bustillo was
expressing the conceptual foundation for the argument that the military must be called upon to
respond to threats in the social and economic spheres. By extending the definition of national and
regional security beyond traditional notions of national defense to include social well-being, military
forces will continue to merit high priority in national budgetary considerations. Echoing Bustillo,
Nicaragua's Foreign Minister Ernesto Leal argued that in this model for security, armies may be
deployed to fight against drugs, to support environmental protection efforts, to construct schools
and clinics, and to respond to natural disasters. "The most important thing," said Leal, "is that the
treaty confirms the subordination of military power to civilian power."
Nevertheless, Costa Rican delegates were skeptical that this confirmation will guarantee effective
control of the military precisely because the treaty "leaves the door open for the armies to assume
new roles." The delegates had less difficulty agreeing to an accord providing for common action
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against auto theft and mechanisms for the return of stolen autos recovered outside their country
of origin. They also announced that they had signed an agreement with the Inter-American
Development Bank (IDB) for assistance in building a regional electric-power grid. But these
accomplishments were not enough to head off severe criticism of the summit. The auxiliary bishop
of San Salvador, Gregorio Rosa Chavez, said, "The summit gave short shrift to issues vital for true
democratic security in Central America," and he faulted the presidents for a "lack of audacity."
Other critics of the summit pointed to the demonstrations that took place on Dec. 13 during the
inauguration of the summit as an example of heads of state turning a deaf ear to social issues. Seven
demonstrators were shot, one fatally, by unknown assailants. The demonstration was organized
to demand an investigation into the shooting deaths by the police of three campesinos taking part
in a previous demonstration. The advisory committee on Central American integration (Comite
Consultivo del Sistema de Integracion Centroamericano (CC-SICA) faulted the summit for not
including representative social participation in the formulation of the treaty. The president of
the Center for Social Training (Centro de Capacitacion Social) in Panama, Celia Sanjur, said that
"the lack of participatory democracy and the inability of governments to satisfy the needs of the
population" directly affect regional security. [Sources: Associated Press, 12/10/95; Inter Press
Service, 12/08/95, 12/09/95, 12/10/95, 12/15/95; Agencia Centroamericana de Noticias Spanish News
Service, 12/10/95, 12/12/95, 12/13/95, 12/15/95; Central America Update, Dec. 1-Dec.15, 1995; La
Nacion (Costa Rica), 12/16/95; Agence France-Presse, 12/11/95, 12/13/95, 12/14/95, 12/17/95; Notimex,
12/27/95]

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 3 of 3

